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	Preventing and responding to School-Related Gender-Based Violence (SRGBV) is crucial to ensure quality education for all and to ensure children can access their right to lead a life without violence. Plan International Ireland’s Youth Advisory Panel consulted children and young people on their perspectives and experiences to create this youth-centred submission. It recognises that the awareness and response to SRGBV is not apparent in Ireland’s education system and there is a gap in monitoring frameworks on systematic data collection on SRGBV, as school policies mostly focus on bullying without taking gender and its intersectional attributes into account.




LIST OF ACRONYMS AND GAELIGE TRANSLATIONS
	Dáil Eireann
	Ireland’s Lower House of Parliament

	LGBTQ
	Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer

	RCNI 
	Rape Crisis Network Ireland

	SRGBV 
	School-related gender-based violence

	TFGBV
	Technology-facilitated gender-based violence

	UNCRC 
	United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child

	UNESCO 
	United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization

	UNGEI 
	UN Girls’ Education Initiative

	YAP 
	Youth Advisory Panel





INTRODUCTION
The Youth Advisory Panel (YAP) of Plan International Ireland respectfully submits comments concerning Ireland for consideration by the Committee on the Rights of the Child at its 93rd Pre-session in September 2022. The YAP was established in 2016 by Plan International Ireland. It engages young people aged 16-24 as ambassadors and advisors to the organisation. Through advocacy and activism, the YAP members stand in solidarity with young campaigners around the world to make change happen both in Ireland and internationally with a focus on issues that affect young girls and women. 
This research on School-related Gender-based Violence was conducted in the summer of 2022. Quantitative data was collected through desktop research where a representative sample of Irish post-primary schools (n=253) was randomly selected across all 26 counties. Content analysis was carried at a single point in time using indicators from the global guidance document ‘A Whole School Approach to prevent School-Related Gender-Based Violence: Minimum Standards and Monitoring Framework’ developed by UNGEI. This guidance document was selected to guide the research process by analysing post-primary schools and their fulfilment of the international minimum standards. The sampling frame is comprised of all publicly available documents on post-primary school’s websites recorded by the Government of Ireland[footnoteRef:2]. [2:  One limitation this methodology presents is the inability of Google to read scanned PDF documents. So, in addition, school policies such as Safeguarding policies and Anti-bullying policies were looked at manually when these were uploaded to the websites as scanned documents.] 

Using the youth-led participatory action methodology, qualitative data was gathered from two consultations with the members of the YAP in the form of focus group discussions. The first took place over Zoom, was recorded and later transcribed and the second was held in-person. The attendees ranged in age from 16-24. All discussions were informal and participant-led, with open-ended questions meant to facilitate conversation.

1. SITUATION ANALYSIS
Education is a human right that has been recognized in multiple United Nations declarations and conventions including the Convention on the Rights of the Child (Article 28). However, a major barrier that keeps children from realising this right is the existence of gender-based violence in and around schools (Greene et al., 2013).
School-related gender-based violence (SRGBV) can be defined as acts or threats of sexual, physical, or psychological violence occurring in and around school, perpetrated as a result of gender norms and stereotypes, and enforced by unequal power dynamics. The five major forms of SRGBV are bullying, including physical and verbal (or psychological) violence; corporal punishment; sexual violence and child sexual abuse; sexual harassment; and intimate partner violence (adolescent dating violence) (United Nations Girls’ Education Initiative, 2019). Research on the extent and scope of SRGBV is limited, however some data indicates that children and teachers experience a high degree of physical, sexual, and emotional abuse within the school environment (UNESCO & UN Women, 2016). When referencing schools, this should include alternative education models such as YouthReach.
Although the issue of SRGBV is universal, it takes different forms dependent on the cultural context, construction of gender, societal structures in place (James, 2015) and intersectionality of gender with ethnicity, culture and religion and sexuality norms (Tsouroufli, 2020).
In Europe, for example peer-to-peer GBV in schools accounts for the majority of SRGBV. There is a tendency for girls to be more affected by sexual harassment, boys by physical fighting and LGBTQ children by bullying which happens in person and online (Greene et al., 2013). Rape Crisis Network Ireland’s (2013) Children’s report figures which includes Rape Crisis and the Children at Risk in Ireland Foundation data from 2012, found that 37% of the perpetrators of child and adolescent sexual harassment, that were reported to specialist sexual violence services were themselves under the age of eighteen (Walsh, 2021, p. 2).
Many European countries have adopted legislation to protect schoolchildren from GBV and have drafted guidelines to promote accountability (Greene et al., 2013). In Ireland, the Department of Education established Anti-Bullying Procedures for Primary and Post-Primary Schools in 2013 to give direction and guidance to school authorities and personnel in preventing and tackling school-based bullying behaviour amongst its pupils and in dealing with any negative impact within school of bullying behaviour that occurs elsewhere. However, the difference between bullying and gender-based sexual bullying has been ignored “[there is] a general blanket of ‘bullying is bad, don’t bully people’ rather than a more complex understanding of specific forms of discrimination and gender-based violence” (Excerpt from YAP consultation, 2022). It is a common phenomenon that gender dimensions of violence in schools is often disregarded, and bullying discussed in gender-neutral terms (Tsouroufli, 2020). 
The 2021 report ‘Storm and Stress’ commissioned by RCNI sheds light on the prevalence and severity of GBV experienced by adolescents in school environments in Ireland. Out of the 599 adolescent respondents (ages 16 to 17), 12% reported that school was the most common location of sexual harassment. Of the adolescents who reported experiencing sexual harassment within their school communities:
· 15% of respondents stated that they had personal experiences of peer sexual harassment while in school over the preceding year.
· 39% of participants reported witnessing incidents of sexual harassment involving their peers within school in the last year.
· 23% of all adolescents felt that sexual harassment within school is common, often overlooked or not adequately disciplined by school authorities.
· 47% of adolescents stated that they would not know how to report sexual harassment within their school if they were exposed to it.
· 63% of adolescents didn’t know if a sexual harassment policy was in existence within their school.
· 36% of adolescents reported receiving no formal education pertaining to sexual harassment while at school.
· 65% of adolescents referenced the need for comprehensive sexuality education in schools to challenge sexual harassment (Walsh, 2021, pp. 12–13).
It is therefore important to prioritize prevention and child-friendly response to SRGBV as it is crucial to ensure quality education for all and to ensure children can access their right to lead a life and thrive without violence.

2. PROMOTION AND PROTECTION OF HUMAN RIGHTS ON THE GROUND

· Scope of international obligations
UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC)
Ireland signed the UN Convention on 30 September 1990, and ratified it on 28 September 1992, committing itself to promote, protect and fulfil the rights of children, as outlined in the UN Convention. A child is defined in the UN Convention as a person under the age of 18 years. The following articles highlight the State’s obligation to implement the rights outlined in the CRC, to protect children from all forms of violence, therefore, including school-related gender-based violence.
Article 3 - Best interests of the child
“3. States Parties shall ensure that the institutions, services and facilities responsible for the care or protection of children shall conform with the standards established by competent authorities, particularly in the areas of safety, health, in the number and suitability of their staff, as well as competent supervision”.
Article 12- Voice of the child
“1. States Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her own views the right to express those views freely in all matters affecting the child, the views of the child being given due weight in accordance with the age and maturity of the child”.
Article 19 - Protection from violence
“1. States Parties shall take all appropriate legislative, administrative, social and educational measures to protect the child from all forms of physical or mental violence, injury or abuse, neglect or negligent treatment, maltreatment or exploitation, including sexual abuse, while in the care of parent(s), legal guardian(s) or any other person who has the care of the child”.
Article 28 - Access to education 
“1. States Parties recognize the right of the child to education, and with a view to achieving this right progressively and on the basis of equal opportunity, they shall, in particular”.
Article 34 - Protection from sexual abuse
“States Parties undertake to protect the child from all forms of sexual exploitation and sexual abuse”.

· Constitutional and legal reforms aimed at protecting children’s rights 
Constitutional Article 42A and the Rights of Children
Article 42A was added to the Irish Constitution in 2015. This affirms the rights of children and the State’s duty to uphold these rights. It recognises that children are a unique category of people in need of their own protections that recognise their distinct attributes and vulnerabilities. Children have the right for their best interests to be of paramount consideration where the State seeks to intervene to protect their safety and welfare.
Article 42A- “The State recognises and affirms the natural and imprescriptible rights of all children and shall, as far as practicable, by its laws protect and vindicate those rights”.

Children First Act 2015
The Act places several statutory obligations on specific groups of professionals and on mandated organisations providing services to children. Through the provisions of the Act, it is intended to raise awareness of child abuse and neglect, provide for mandatory reporting by key professionals, improve child safeguarding arrangements in organisations providing services to children, and provide for cooperation and information-sharing between agencies when Tusla (Child and Family Agency), is undertaking child protection.

Criminal Law (Sexual Offence) Act 2017
This Act addresses the sexual exploitation of children and targets those who engage in this criminal activity. It creates offences relating to the obtaining or providing of children for the purposes of sexual exploitation. It also creates offences of the types of activity which may occur during the early stages of the predatory process prior to the actual exploitation of a child, for example, using modern technology to prey on children and making arrangements to meet with a child where the intention is to sexually exploit the child. The Act also recognises the existence of underage, consensual peer relationships where any sexual activity that falls within strictly defined age limits is not intimidatory or exploitative.
Article 7- Meeting child for purpose of sexual exploitation
“1. A person who (a) intentionally meets, or travels with the intention of meeting a child or makes arrangements with the intention of meeting a child or for a child to travel, whether or not from within the State, having communicated by any means with that child on at least one previous occasion, and (b) does so for the purpose of doing anything that would constitute sexual exploitation of the child”.
Article 8- Use of information and communication technology to facilitate sexual exploitation of child
“1. A person who by means of information and communication technology communicates with another person (including a child) for the purpose of facilitating the sexual exploitation of a child by that person or any other person shall be guilty of an offence and liable on conviction on indictment to imprisonment for a term not exceeding 14 years.
2. A person who by means of information and communication technology sends sexually explicit material to a child shall be guilty of an offence”.

Child Protection Procedures for Primary and Post-Primary Schools (2017)
These procedures give direction to school management and staff regarding the identification of and response to child protection concerns and the process for continued support of the child. It provides guidance on the four main types of child abuse (neglect, emotional abuse, physical abuse and sexual abuse), recognizing that schools have a statutory responsibility under the Children First Act 2015 and must develop specific policies and procedures on how to create a safe environment to prevent deliberate harm or abuse to the children using their services.

Domestic Violence Act 2018
The Act consolidates the law on domestic violence, it provides for the obtaining of the views of a child in certain proceedings, an offence of coercive control and repeals the Domestic Violence Act 1996 and the Domestic Violence (Amendment) Act 2002.
Article 27- Views of a child for whom an order is sought
“1. In civil proceedings under this Act, other than proceedings for the making of an interim barring order, an emergency barring order or a protection order, where an order is sought on behalf of a child, the court may, having regard to the age and maturity of that child, ascertain the views of the child prior to deciding whether or not to make the order in so far as that order relates to that child”. 
Article 39- Offence of coercive control
“1. A person commits an offence where he or she knowingly and persistently engages in behaviour that (a) is controlling or coercive, (b) has a serious effect on a relevant person, and (c) a reasonable person would consider likely to have a serious effect on a relevant person.
2. For the purposes of subsection (1), a person’s behaviour has a serious effect on a relevant person if the behaviour causes the relevant person (a) to fear that violence will be used against him or her, or (b) serious alarm or distress that has a substantial adverse impact on his or her usual day-to-day activities”.

Harassment, Harmful Communications and Related Offences Act 2020
The Act ushers in several key developments relating to image-based sexual abuse offences and threatening and offensive communications. It also brings in a change to the existing Harassment Offence. 
Article 2- Distributing, publishing or threatening to distribute or publish intimate image without consent with intent to cause harm or being reckless as to whether harm is caused
“1. A person who distributes, publishes or threatens to distribute or publish an intimate image of another person (a) without that other person’s consent, and (b) with intent to cause harm to, or being reckless as to whether or not harm is caused to, the other person, is guilty of an offence”.
Article 3- Recording, distributing or publishing intimate image without consent
“1. Subject to subsection (2), a person is guilty of an offence where (a) he or she records, distributes or publishes an intimate image of another person without that other person’s consent, and (b) that recording, distribution or publication, as the case may be, seriously interferes with that other person’s peace and privacy or causes alarm, distress or harm to that other person”.
Article 4- Distributing, publishing or sending threatening or grossly offensive communication
“1. A person who (a) by any means (i) distributes or publishes any threatening or grossly offensive communication about another person, or (ii) sends any threatening or grossly offensive communication to another person, and 
(b) with intent by so distributing, publishing or sending to cause harm, is guilty of an offence”.

· Institutional and human rights infrastructure
The Whole School Minimum Standards and Monitoring Framework 
Globally, progress has been made in addressing SRGBV through the development of accountability frameworks. This includes minimum standards and guidance documents developed by UNESCO, UN Women and the Global Working Group to End SRGBV led by the UN Girls’ Education Initiative (UNGEI) called the Whole School Minimum Standards and Monitoring Framework. It seeks to prevent and respond to SRGBV and presents a monitoring framework with corresponding indicators to measure the effectiveness of the approach. A whole school approach is a strategy that considers the interconnectedness of schools, communities, and families to improve the school environment for students, staff, and community members. Out of the eight domains[footnoteRef:3] under the framework, we will highlight the most important as considered during the consultation sessions with the YAP. [3:  Domain 1: School Leadership and Community engagement, Domain 2: Code of Conduct, Domain 3: Teachers and Educational staff support, Domain 4: Child rights, participation and gender equality, Domain 5: Reporting, Monitoring, and Accountably, Domain 6: Incident response, Domain 7: Safe and secure physical environments in and around schools, and Domain 8: Parent engagement.] 


Domain 3: Teachers and Educational Staff Support
Training for professionals is critical as they are at the frontlines of SRGBV prevention, and incidence reporting and responding, as children’s voices will only be heard if there are adults willing to listen to them. Commenting on the need for adults to be receptive to listening to children, the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child notes the need to “provide training on article 12 (voice of the child), and its application in practice, for all professionals working with, and for, children, including lawyers, judges, police, social workers, community workers, psychologists, caregivers, residential and prison officers, teachers at all levels of the educational system, medical doctors, nurses and other health professionals, civil servants and public officials, asylum officers and traditional leaders” (Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2009).
The minimum standards are that “teachers have the capacity to identify, respond to, and prevent SRGBV; school structures promote women’s leadership and support teachers who experience violence; and teachers have the skills to use positive and gender-responsive teaching and learning methods”. The accompanying indicators to measure adherence to these standards are the proportion of teachers and union members that have received in-service and/or pre-service training on SRGBV and schools with women comprising at least half of management roles.
From the analysed available documents, there was no evidence of in-service or pre-service training on SRGBV for teachers or union members. Meanwhile, only 39.9% of schools have women comprising of at least half of management roles. 27.3% do not show conclusive data and in 32.8% of schools, men take-up at least half of the management positions. Overall, this shows low adherence to the international guidance on SRGBV.

Domain 4: Child Rights, Participation and Gender Equality
The National Strategy on Children’s and Young People’s Participation in Decision-Making 2015-2020 promoted the importance of children and young people’s involvement in decision-making in education policy, in the running of schools and services, in school inspections, in schools’ self-evaluations, in the curriculum, in behaviour and bullying policies, in support services and other areas, as outlined in the Action Plan. In addition, the strategy noted the need for improvement in the effectiveness of student councils in second level schools, in accordance with the Education Act 1998 and the establishment of student councils in primary schools. 
The strategy also highlighted the benefits of effective and meaningful participation of children and young people in schools and other education settings with a 2013 review of literature on school engagement which showed that, among older students, strong feelings of attachment to the school and involvement in school life are associated with greater self-esteem and lower levels of anti-social behaviour and substance abuse, as well as superior academic performance. 
The minimum standards are that “child rights approaches are integrated into curricula; student leadership is centralized, and girls and boys equally represented; and healthy peer relationships are promoted and student awareness and attitudes about gender norms and SRGBV improve”. The three indicators are the percentages of schools with school councils- comprised of students- that address SRGBV, schools with safe spaces or school clubs that provide opportunities for dialogue on gender and violence, and schools that use curricula on gender equality, child rights, and SRGBV for students.
In 0.8% of schools, a student club was found that produced a leaflet titled ‘Six Structures of the Patriarchy - Ireland’ including a reference on GBV which leads to the assumption that this was a topic of discussion amongst students and was therefore recorded as partially addressing the indicator.
Looking at the second indicator, 1.6% of schools were found to have a school club or safe space for students to talk about gender and violence. In 5.5% of schools, themed weeks or workshops were found such as ‘Gender Inequality week activities’, ‘Action Aid Ireland Speech Writing Competition on Gender Equality’, ‘Period Poverty workshop’ and ‘We Belong Project: attitudes towards Gender Identity’ that were recorded as partially fulfilling the indicators since they present a platform for discussion and learning albeit limited in their time span. 
Looking at curricula on gender equality, child rights, and SRGBV, we found that 4.3% of schools fulfil this criterion and 2.4% partially. A few schools include ‘Global Citizenship Education on Gender Equality’ or subjects like ‘Ethical education’ that include gender equality in their curricula. What has to be noted is that the content analysis did not present results of SRGBV being introduced in lessons, the main findings focus on gender equality. The schools that were identified as partially fulfilling this included optional subjects such as ‘Human Rights and Development Education’ or workshops such as a ‘Workshop on Gender Equality with Trócaire’. 
With an overall score of 2.4%, it can be said that Irish post-primary schools have a very low adherence to this domain.

Domain 6: Incident Response
Reporting mechanisms that are easily accessible and available are crucial as it makes reporting less daunting for children. The existence of trained student counsellors or designated teachers who are approachable can also encourage students to report incidents. Crucially, these processes rely on all stakeholders having a comprehensive understanding of the different forms of SRGBV. When incident management for reported or witnessed cases of SRGBV is clearly outlined in school policies, including definitions of each type of violence and how they overlap, incidents can be unambiguously identified and tackled appropriately (United Nations Girls’ Education Initiative, 2019). 
The minimum standards are that “child-centred procedures are in place for responding to the different needs of girls and boys who experience SRGBV; and establish referral links with local child protection systems”. The accompanying indicator is the percentage of schools with survivor-centred processes for dealing with child safety and abuse. Our research found no data that shows if schools have survivor-centred processes for dealing with child safety and abuse. Therefore, the adherence of schools in this domain is very low.

Domain 7: Safe and Secure Physical Environments in and around Schools
The minimum standards are that “classroom architecture and design is gender-responsive; and students move safely to and from school”. The accompanying indicators are the number of schools that have conducted mapping for safe and unsafe zones, and schools with school-funded transport to take students to and from school.
Our research found that 0% of schools have conducted mapping for safe and unsafe zones. Regarding school transport, the Irish government subsidized school transport for children that live more than 4.8 kilometres away from the appropriate school and offers special transport arrangements for pupils with disabilities. For the upcoming academic session 2022-2023, the transportation service will be free of charge. Overall, this makes for an average level of adherence to international standards on SRGBV.

Domain 8: Parent Engagement
Parents and/or guardians are key stakeholders in developing a whole school approach to preventing and responding to SRGBV. The CRC highlights the importance of this stakeholder group in Article 14(2) “States Parties shall respect the rights and duties of the parents and, when applicable, legal guardians, to provide direction to the child in the exercise of his or her right in a manner consistent with the evolving capacities of the child”.
Currently at the Dáil Eireann Third stage, the Education (Student and Parent Charter) Bill of 2019 aims to create a more cohesive approach to students and parents’ expectations of schools and how schools engage with them.
Making parents and guardians a part of the discussion on SRGBV can lead to:
· Enhanced mutual understanding, respect, and awareness between parents, students and school personnel;
· Discussion of positive gender relationships, such as healthy adolescent dating relationships and sexual and reproductive health. Having representatives from community health centres or women’s groups present may enrich these discussions; and
· Coordinating with formal or informal referral sources in the community or in the broader health or judicial systems in which the school is situated (United Nations Girls’ Education Initiative, 2019).
The minimum standards are that “parents are involved with school in keeping learners safe; and parents use positive parenting and disciplinary techniques”. And the accompanying indicators are the percentage of schools that include parents in the design, organization, and implementation of strategies to prevent SRGBV and schools with school-based parent-teacher committees. Our research found that 0% of schools include parents in strategies to prevent SRGBV. This is mainly because schools do not mention designing, organizing and implementing strategies to prevent SRGBV. On the other hand, most schools have school-based parent-teacher committees as 76.3% mentioned this in their publicly available documents. Overall, this makes of a high adherence to international standards on SRGBV.


3. RECOMMENDATIONS 
The Government should ensure that data on SRGBV incidences are collected, tracked and monitored for mandated individuals and organisations to respond promptly and prevent future occurrences.
In light of the ongoing review of the Department of Education’s ‘Anti-Bullying Procedures for Primary and Post-Primary Schools’ to reflect the specific issues of sexual harassment and violence, identity bullying (including gender stereotyping and bullying) and image-based abuse that occurs within physical and online spaces. The Government should consider reviewing the strategy more frequently in the future.
The Government should establish clearly defined, accessible and child-friendly (and centred) accountability and reporting mechanisms for incidences that occur on school grounds and the school’s online sphere. We propose the appointment of a new role at each primary and post-primary school, an Equality Officer that will be responsible for responding to complaints on any of the nine grounds of discrimination, especially that of gender and sexual orientation. The officer should also be responsible for tracking the UNGEI minimum standards.
The Government should utilise UNGEI’s minimum standards and monitoring framework in the implementation and evaluation of the Third National Strategy on Domestic, Sexual and Gender-Based Violence and the revised Anti-Bullying Procedures for Primary and Post-Primary Schools for the prevention of SRGBV. There should also be a timeline for regular review of the policies to reflect and respond to what is on the ground. 
The Government should ratify the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the sale of children, child prostitution and child pornography. This must also ensure that online platforms are not used to facilitate the distribution of child pornography or image-based sexual abuse. The government must provide legal and social supports to child victims and criminalise offenses related to the Protocol.
The Government should appoint an Online Safety Commissioner, as part of the wider Media Commission, to oversee the new regulatory framework for online safety approved in 2020. This is to address technology-facilitated gender-based violence (TFGBV) that occurs in schools directly, on the way to school, within the home, community and increasingly in cyberspace.

4. CONCLUSION  
We welcome the recently published Third National Strategy on Domestic, Sexual and Gender-Based Violence where the Department of Education commits to creating “gender-based violence free environments within our schools and ensuring that issues such as sexual harassment and identity bullying are considered as part of the department’s Action Plan on Bullying and Anti-Bullying Procedures for Primary and Post Primary Schools”. We also call for a framework for effective monitoring to ensure compliance to the implementation plan of the strategy.
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